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“What	brother,	am	I	far	enough	from	myself ?”
(The Revenger’s Tragedy, Vindice,	1.3.1)2
The	 persistent	 employment	 of 	 excessive	 violence	 on	 the	 early	 modern	
English	 stage	 was	 studied	 by	 Renaissance	 scholarship	 for	 centuries	 in	 diverse	 but	
rather	formal	or	historicist	ways,	and	this	critical	focus	received	no	new	impetus	until	
the	 corporal	 turn	 in	 critical	 theory	 after	 the	 1980s.	Before	 the	poststructuralist,	 or,	
more	 precisely,	 the	 postsemiotic	 and	 corposemiotic	 investigations,	 critics	 tended	 to	
categorize	bodily	 transgression	 as	part	 of 	 the	 general	 process	of 	 deterioration	 that	
lead	to	the	decadence	and	all-enveloping	perversity	of 	the	Stuart	and	Caroline	stage,	
or	 they	 merely	 catalogued	 the	 metamorphoses	 of 	 iconographic	 and	 emblematic	
elements	of 	the	memento	mori,	the	ars	moriendi,	the	contemptus	mundi,	the	danse	
macabre	 or	 the	 exemplum	 horrendum	 traditions	 through	 the	 imagery	 of 	 violence,	
mutilation	 and	 corporeal	 disintegration.	 The	 reception	 history	 of 	 Shakespeare’s	




not	 committed	 the	 error	 of 	writing	 the	 infamous	Titus Andronicus,	 the	 drama	T.	 S.	
Eliot	considered	as	one	of 	the	stupidest	and	most	uninspired	plays	ever	written.	Many	
interpretations	found	no	clue	to	the	apparently	irrational	intensification	of 	horror	in	
plays	 such	as	The Revenger’s Tragedy.	Besides	claims	about	 the	perverse	multiplication	


















The	 critical	 discontent,	 if 	 not	 hostility,	 towards	 the	 play	 was	 well	
summarized	and	sanctified	by	T.	S.	Eliot	in	his	essay	on	Tourneur.	Just	as	Hamlet	






homiletic,	 and	 allegorical	 traditions	 formed	 the	 dramaturgical	 and	 philosophical	
basis	 of 	 these	 plays,	 but	 the	 semiotic	 efficiency	 of 	 these	 representations	 was	
scarcely	studied.
It	 was	 the	 advent	 of 	 performance-oriented	 semiotic	 approaches	 in	






mode	of 	 thinking	enabled	the	early	modern	spectators	 to	establish	a	symbolical	
or	 allegorical	 interpretation	 for	 scenes,	 events	 or	 characters	which	would	 prove	
nonsensical	 or	 unrealistic	 for	 an	 audience	 accustomed	 to	 the	 photographic	





theater	 as	 a	 move	 from	 the	 emblematic	 representational	 techniques	 towards	 a	
3	 	William	Archer,	The Old Drama and the New	(London,	1923),	74.
4	 	T.	S.	Eliot	Selected Essays.	3rd	edition	(London:	Faber,	1951),	189-90.
5	 	I	am	relying	on	the	concept	of 	the	representational	logic	as	it	has	been	
introduced	 in	 the	works	of 	Allan	C.	Dessen.	See	 especially	his	Elizabethan Stage 
Conventions and Modern Interpreters	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	UP,	1984).
6	 	For	 the	emblematic	mode	of 	 thinking	 in	 the	English	Renaissance,	see	









theatre	-	 literally,	a	 theatre	which	aimed	at	achieving	dramatic	 illusion	by	
figurative	 representation	 -	 and	 a	 theatre	 of 	 realistic	 illusion	 -	 literally,	 a	
theatre	seeking	to	simulate	actuality	in	terms	of 	images.7	
The	 new	 performance	 oriented	 approaches	 of 	 the	 1970s	 started	 to	
understand	 the	 iconographical	 complexity	of 	 violence	 and	horror	 as	 a	 semiotic	
attempt	 of 	 the	 early	 modern	 stage	 to	 establish	 a	 totality	 of 	 semiosis.	 Just	 like	
the	 multi-channeled	 emblem,	 the	 English	 Renaissance	 emblematic	 theater	 also	
aimed	 at	 achieving	 a	 complex	 representation	 that	 could	 perhaps	 transcend	 the	
limits	of 	our	knowledge	and	establish	an	immediate	connection	with	a	more	and	
more	 questionable	 and	 unreachable	 reality	 through	 the	multileveled	 emblematic	
representations.	 This	 semiotic	 endeavor	 was	 a	 reaction	 to	 the	 epistemological	
uncertainties	 of 	 the	 age,	 the	 general	 crisis	 in	 knowledge	 which,	 alas,	 also	




Part	of 	 the	persistent	metatheatricality	of 	 early	modern	plays	 is	 a	 self-
reflexive	 ostentation	 of 	 their	 nature	 as	 designed	 spectacle.	 “See	 here	my	 show,	
look	 on	 this	 spectacle.”	 (4.4.89)8	 This	 is	 how	Hieronimo,	 “Author	 and	 actor	 in	
this	 tragedy”	 (4.4.147)	presents	 the	staging	of 	 the	climactic,	final	ostentation	of 	
the	human	body	 in	 the	penultimate	 scene	of 	The Spanish Tragedy.	His	words	are	
emblematic	of 	the	most	important	endeavor	of 	English	Renaissance	theater,	which	
was	 to	 produce	 a	 spectacular	 show	 that	 foregrounds	 questions	 of 	 the	 human	
condition	within	the	context	of 	a	quite	unstable	and	controversial,	new	model	of 	
human	subjectivity.	However,	when	 it	 is	not	witnessed	 in	 the	playhouse,	 it	 takes	
serious	imaginative	effort	and	visualization	by	the	reader	of 	Kyd’s	play	to	realize	the	
weight	of 	this	scene.	We	miss	the	very	efficiency	of 	the	stage	tableau,	performance	
oriented	 approaches	 warn	 us,	 if 	 we	 do	 not	 insert	 it	 into	 the	 representational	
dynamics	 of 	 the	 stage.	Horatio’s	 body,	 carried	 on	 stage	 quite	 ritualistically	 by	 a	
7	 	Glynne	Wickham	Early English Stages. 1300 to 1600. Volume Two 1576 to 
1660, Part One (New	York:	Columbia	UP,	1963),	155.













a	psychoanalytically	 informed	 investigation	of 	 the	effects	of 	horror.	Since	 then,	
the	 interpretive	 efforts	 accounting	 for	 the	 imagery	 and	 dramaturgy	 of 	 violence	
have	argued	that	the	transgression	of 	the	body	was	not	only	an	emblematic	mode	
of 	expression	that	relied	on	numerous	iconographic	traditions	inherited	from	the	
middle	 ages,	 and	 it	was	more	 than	 a	 representational	 technique	which	 aimed	 at	
producing	a	polysemous	totality	of 	theatrical	symbolism.	The	performance	oriented	
semiotic	approaches	have	explicated	how	the	representational	logic	of 	the	English	
Renaissance	 emblematic	 theater	 gave	 rise	 to	 various	 techniques	 that	 thematized	
the	problems	and	antagonisms	of 	 the	constitution	of 	early	modern	subjectivity.	
The	postsemiotic	scrutiny	of 	these	representational	techniques	has	revealed	that	
the	violence	and	transgression	which	concentrated	upon	the	dissected,	 tortured,	
anatomized	 and	mutilated	 human	 body	 on	 the	 Tudor	 and	 Stuart	 stage	 did	 not	
merely	function	to	satisfy	the	appetite	of 	a	contemporary	public	that	demanded	
gory	 entertainment	 in	 the	 public	 theater.	 These	 representational	 techniques	 of 	
dissection	 and	 violence	 participated	 in	 a	 general	 epistemological	 effort	 of 	 early	
modern	culture	to	address	those	territories	of 	knowledge	that	had	formerly	been	
hidden	from	public	discourses.	The	human	body,	the	temple	of 	divine	secrets	and	
the	model	of 	universal	harmony,	was	undoubtedly	one	of 	the	most	intriguing	of 	
such	territories.
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1.	Portrait of  Andreas Vesalius, the Flemish anatomist who revolutionized the practice of  
dissection, from his	De	Humani	Corporis	Fabrica (1543). Unlike in earlier representations 
of  the public autopsy, the anatomist here is in an almost intimate connection with the cadaver. 
The attitude so consciously displayed by Vesalius is emblematic of  the early modern anatomical 
curiosity. (Courtesy of  Somogyi Library, Szeged)
	 The	 corporeal	 turn	 has	 directed	 the	 focus	 of 	 critical	 attention	 to	
the	 fact	 that	 transgression	 and	 violation,	 as	 represented	 on	 the	 early	 modern	
stage,	 concentrate	with	 anatomical	 precision	 on	 the	 body	 of 	 the	 human	 being.	




emerge	not	only	 in	gruesome	dramatic	 literature	and	on	the	public	stage,	but	 in	





















2.	The title page of  De	Humani	
Corporis	 Fabrica. The powerful 
verticality of  the woodcut is clearly 
reminiscent of  the idea of  the Great 
Chain of  Being, the secrets of  which 
are now being tested by the new 
methods of  anatomy that penetrates 
the skin of  the body as well as the 
existing surfaces of  knowledge. In the 
focal point, where the diagonals of  the 
composition of  characters intersect, 
we have Vesalius’s hand resting on 
the peeled off  skin of  the cadaver. 
(Courtesy of  Somogyi Library, 
Szeged)
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Traveling	 and	 exchanged	 body	 parts,	 dismemberment,	 dissolution	
by	 poison,	 self-beheading,	 torture,	 macabre	 spectacle,	 madness	 and	 terror	 –	
anatomical	 images	of 	 the	body	recur	 in	English	Renaissance	 tragedies	 from	The 






of 	 ideological	 suppression.	 After	 the	 anatomical	 discourses	 that	 penetrated	 the	
surfaces	of 	the	human	body	with	relentless	effort	in	the	Renaissance,	the	human	










sexuality,	 heterogeneity,	 incalculable	 acts	 and	 thoughts	of 	 the	 subject.	The	 early	
modern	period	was	an	age	of 	corporeal	experimentation,	but	 this	 inwardness	 is	
then	followed	by	the	advent	of 	a	new	bourgeois	ideology.	By	the	time	the	dominant	




metamorphosis	 with	 the	 new	 technologies	 of 	 cloning,	 gene	 manipulation	 and	





10	 	The	most	 complex	 and	 spectacular	 example	of 	 this	postmodern	 ana-
tomical	 interest	 is	 the	hugely	 successful	 traveling	 exhibition	 invented,	organized	









better	 the	 function	 and	 representational	 logic	 of 	 bodily	 transgression	 on	 the	
English	Renaissance	stage.






way	 it	has	been	subjected	to	a	process	of 	anatomization	and	 inward	 inspection.	




interest	 and	 investment	 in	 the	 corporeal.	 The	 body	 is	 endlessly	 commodified,	
interrogated,	dissected	and	tested	in	ways	that	are	very	often	reminiscent	of 	the	
early	modern	 turn	 to	 the	 interiority	of 	 the	human	being.	The	 intriguing	private	
body	has,	once	again,	become	a	primary	site	of 	social	fantastication.
	 As	much	critical	literature	has	argued	recently,	the	postmodern	scrutiny	










so	 the	 corpses	 in	 the	postmodern	 anatomy	 exhibition	may	unveil	 the	 sameness	







11	 	 “…	early	moderns,	 no	 less	 than	postmoderns,	were	 deeply	 interested	
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From	 this	 new	 postmodern	 affinity	 towards	 the	 protomodern	 anatomizing	

















	 The	concept	of 	the	body	behind	the	character	will	make	us	think	of 	Lavinia	














































for	 example,	 the	 same	movements	 of 	 the	 hand	when	he	 imaginatively	 portrays	
his	 mother’s	 face	 and	 when	 he	 touches	 the	 jester’s	 skull.	 Hamlet’s	 imaginative	















	 The	 extreme	 visions	 or	 fantasies	 of 	 a	 tongueless	 Hieronimo,	 a	 decaying	
Horatio,	 a	 Faustus	 torn	 apiece	 by	 devils,	 a	 mutilated	 Lavinia,	 a	 lipless	 Yorick,	 an	
anatomized	 Regan	 – the	 examples	 could	 be	 listed	 endlessly,	 and	 they all	mark	 the	
intensive	anatomization	of 	 the	body	 in	English	Renaissance	 tragedy,	a	 transgressive	
representational	technique	that	brought	the	early	modern	spectator	face	to	face	with	
its	own	innermost	Otherness,	the	frontier	of 	(new)	knowledge.	













in	which	 the	 revenger	 really	becomes	able	 to	 act	out	 and	master	 those	 roles	which	
had	been	necessitated	by	the	taking	up	of 	the	task	of 	revenge.	“Man	is	happiest	when	
he	 forgets	 himself.”	 (4.4.85)	 –	 says	Vindice,	 and	 the	 explanation	 for	 this	 seemingly	
paradoxical	 ars	 poetica	 is	 that,	 in	 order	 to	 demonstrate	 and	 perform	 the	 typically	
Neo-platonic	 capacity	 of 	 the	 human	 being	 to	 go	 through	 endless	metamorphoses,	
the	revenger	has	to	master	the	art	of 	self-loss,	a	self-anatomy	which	then	enables	the	
revenger	to	carry	out	the	anatomy	of 	his	enemies.	This	art	of 	self-loss	is	performed	in	
The Revenger’s Tragedy	through	a	series	of 	shockingly	spectacular	anatomical	twists.
	 Renaissance	scholarship	has	long	held	the	beginning	of 	The Revenger’s Tragedy	
as	 a	 peculiar	 example	of 	 ambivalence.	Vindice	 appears	 on	 stage	with	 a	 skull	 in	his	





with	 a	 synthesis	 of 	 memento	 mori	 and	 contemptus	 mundi	 traditions	 with	 the	
obligatory	iconographic	accessories.	We	have	here	the	emblematic	skull,	already	a	
commonplace	so	widespread	that	aristocrats	in	Jacobean	England	had	jewelry	with	














































humour”	 that	 is	 so	characteristic	of 	many	 tragedies	of 	 the	period,	Zimmerman	
contends	that:	
[…]	the	 ‘graveyard	ambience’	of 	 these	plays	proceeds	 in	part	 from	their	
appropriation	 of 	 popular	 notions	 of 	 the	 corpse,	 particularly	 the	 long	
tradition	 of 	 its	mysterious,	 semi-animate	 status.	 In	Middleton’s	 play	 the	
shifting	symbolic	values	of 	Gloriana’s	skull	serve	to	activate,	as	it	were,	the	
latent	power	of 	her	original	corpse;	and	the	newly	dead	and	eroticized	body	
of 	Antonio’s	wife	evokes	 the	preoccupation	 in	Renaissance	 iconography	
with	 the	 sexual/reproductive	 power	 of 	 the	 female	 corpse,	 seen	 in	
phenomena	 as	 disparate	 as	 the	 danse	 macabre	 and	 the	 illustrations	 of 	
anatomical	treatises.15













15	 	 Susan	 Zimmerman	 The Early Modern Corpse and Shakespeare’s Theatre	
(Edinburgh,	Edinburgh	University	Press,	2007),	129.





















	 What	 is	 it,	 then,	 that	 still	 saves	The Revenger’s Tragedy	 from	becoming	 a	
cheap	parody	or	burlesque	of 	the	traditions	and	representational	techniques	that	
had	lost	their	power	by	the	beginning	of 	the	seventeenth	century?	My	contention	is	
that	the	representational	efficiency	of 	the	play	is	a	result	of 	its	systematic	staging	of 	
that	kind	of 	transgression	which	moved	into	the	forefront	of 	public	attention	with	






subject	not	only	of 	 its	mortality	 and	 the	 approaching	 time	of 	death,	but	of 	 its	
corruptible,	 material	 origin	 as	 well,	 of 	 the	 Other,	 the	 cadaver	 inside.	 Huston	
Diehl	 argues	 that	 early	modern	drama,	 just	 like	 its	medieval	 origin	 the	morality	
play,	was	supposed	to	“put	us	in	remembrance,”17	but	remembering	was	becoming	
exceedingly	problematic	at	the	time	of 	a	new,	reformed	theology	in	Renaissance	
England.	 Michael	 Neill	 contends	 that	 revenge	 narratives	 make	 an	 attempt	 to	
process	the	traumatic	effect	of 	the	abolition	of 	Purgatory	and	intercession,18	and	
17	 	Huston	Diehl.	“To	Put	Us	in	Remembrance:	The	Protestant	Transforma-
tion	of 	Images	of 	Judgment.”	In	David	Bevington	et.al.	Homo, Memento Finis: The 
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I	 believe	 another	 important	 element	 of 	 this	 thanatological	 crisis	was	 the	 newly	
discovered	 corporeality	 of 	 the	 subject,	 which	 the	 audience	 of 	 the	 Renaissance	
emblematic	 theater	 was	 constantly	 put	 “in	 remembrance	 of.”	 This	 corporeality	












thematizes	 the	 skeleton,	 the	 skull	within	us.	The	 adventures	of 	 the	 skull	 in	The 




practically	insatiable	in	their	demands	upon	the	living.”	Michael	Neill	Issues of  Death. 
Mortality and Identity in English Renaissance Tragedy (Oxford	UP,	1998),	46.
3.	“To have their costly three-
pil’d flesh worn off  / As bare 
as this.” – Vindice instructs the 
skull to engage in an operation 
that is quite identical with the 
dissective work of  early modern 
anatomy, as demonstrated in 
a plate from De Humani	








































	 In	 the	past,	however,	 such	a	finely	drawn	distinction	between	the	art	of 	
the	healer	and	the	skills	of 	the	executioner	did	not	exist.	On	the	contrary,	
early-modern	 understanding	 of 	 the	 human	 body	 if 	 firmly	 anchored	 in	
the	willingness	of 	the	body’s	 investigators	to	participate	in	the	execution	
42
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process	 in	 claiming	 for	 the	 anatomy	 table	 the	 bodies	 of 	 the	 executed.	 […]	
there	was	very	little	distance	between	the	ritual	of 	execution	and	the	opening	
of 	 the	body	 to	knowledge.	This	 confusion	of 	 roles,	or	 (less	 charitably)	 this	
assumption	of 	a	dual	 role	on	 the	part	of 	 the	anatomist-executioner	was	of 	
crucial	importance	to	the	rise	of 	anatomical	science	in	the	Renaissance.19
	 With	his	initial	metaphorical	dissection	of 	Gloriana,	his	persistent	effort	to	
wear	off 	the	skin	and	flesh	of 	the	members	of 	the	corrupt	court,	and	his	relentless	
self-examination	 in	 the	 process	 of 	 getting	 as	 far	 from	his	 original	 self 	 as	 possible,	
Vindice	 as	 arch-revenger	 in	 the	play’s	web	of 	 revenges	outdoes	 the	others	because	














	 Violence	 in	 these	 scenes,	 as	 in	 English	 Renaissance	 tragedy	 in	 general,	 is	
thus	never	for	its	own	sake.	The	repeated	anatomical	turning	points	in	The Revenger’s 
Tragedy	and	in	early	modern	English	revenge	plays	are	difficult	to	comprehend	without	






University of  Szeged
Department of  English
Research Group for Cultural Iconology and Semiography
19	 	Jonathan	Sawday	The Body Emblazoned. Dissection and the Human Body in Renais-
sance Culture	(London	and	New	York:	Routledge,	1995),	79-80.
